
Best Friends!


    
    “Oh, she’s a pretty one,” Candace said, watching Nilou dance atop the stage of Zubayr Theater. “I see why you like her.”

Dehya narrowed her eyes. “I don’t know if I like the implication there…”

In a rare turn of events, Candace had come to Sumeru City all the way from Aaru Village. Dehya could probably count on a single hand the number of times she had seen the woman on this side of the Wall, and thus her sudden arrival had caught her completely off-guard.

“I take it you come here often?” she asked.

Dehya shrugged. “I wouldn’t say often…”

“Often enough, surely?” A sly smile spread across Candace’s face. “You didn’t hesitate to take me here.”

“Tch. Showing up out of nowhere and asking me to ‘entertain you’ doesn’t leave me with a lot of options.” She gave her a sidelong glance. “What brings you to the city, anyway?”

Candace hooked her arm around Dehya’s and leaned her head onto her shoulder. “You said it yourself, no? I came here so you could entertain me.”

The worst part, Dehya thought, is that I can’t tell if you’re joking…

She moved her hand to the small of Candace’s back, tracing her fingers along its groove. The soft light of the theater gave her an almost ethereal look, and her hair looked as if it was woven of the same fabric as the starry sky.

As beautiful as ever.

Like always, Dehya found herself transfixed by the contrast of her blue-and-amber eyes. It was like looking at the horizon in the desert — one side a deep and boundless sapphire, and the other a bright and burning gold. It was so easy to lose yourself in those eyes…

“The performance is up there, you know,” Candace said, a bemused expression on her face. “Or would you rather stare at me all night?”

“Ah.” Dehya turned away, rubbing her neck with her free hand. “Sorry, I just haven’t seen you in a while…”

“Mm, how lucky I am to have such an affectionate kitten.”

Dehya sighed. At some point Candace had caught wind that the Eremites started calling her Flame-Mane, and thus arose her… nickname.

“Tomorrow you should take me to a nice restaurant.”

“I’m a mercenary, not a tour guide. And even if I was, you’re not paying me.”

“How cruel.” Candace mock-pouted. “Fine, then. I’ll pay you.”

Dehya laughed. “I was just joking. You don’t actually have to—“

“No, I insist.” She tugged on Dehya’s arm. “Come with me.”

…Candace?

She let the other woman lead her off to the side, stepping through the crowd and around a corner where they were less visible. Nilou’s dance must have been coming to an end, since the musical accompaniment was beginning to taper off. There would be another act afterwards, but Dehya couldn’t quite see the stage from here, so…

“Are you sure?” she asked, feeling the cool night air against her skin. “You really don’t have to give me any mora for—“

Candace pressed a hand to Dehya’s stomach, gently pushing her until her back was against the wall.

“Mora?”

Oh. Realization blossomed in her head along with a cotton warmth in her chest.

“You’re always so roundabout,” Dehya said, trying not to smile as Candace ran a thumb along her cheek.

“Only because you’re so adorable when I am…”

She leaned in closer, and Dehya found herself once again enthralled by those blue-and-amber eyes.

“Hey, kitten?”

“Mhm?”

Candace closed her eyes, leading Dehya’s gaze to be naturally drawn to her lips instead.

“Did you miss me?”


Nilou curtsied, brimming with joy as the audience clapped and cheered. The rush that came from the end of a successful performance was nigh-incomparable, and she drank deeply of it before exiting off the stage so the next performer could set up.

Her tiredness would probably catch up to her in short notice, but before that happened there was something she wanted to do first. While dancing on stage, she had glimpsed Dehya in the audience, chatting away with a woman who Nilou had never seen in the theater before.

A friend? They seemed pretty close, so probably. In fact she was pretty sure they had their arms around each other at one point, which meant there was a good chance they weren’t just friends, but rather…


  Best friends! 


Nilou smiled brightly as she made her way through the audience. Dehya, you should have introduced me! She may have been on stage when they arrived, but still.

What was her friend like, anyway? All Nilou knew was that she was really pretty. Looking at her kinda gave her the same fluffy fluttery fuzziness in her chest that she felt when she looked at Dehya. That feeling was proof of their close friendship, so why did Nilou feel the same way about her friend without even having met her?

Hmm. Maybe it was an association thing? Since her mind associated Dehya with good things — like the aroma of freshly blossomed padisarahs, the slow-rising melody of a love song played on the most finely-carved woodwind, and the silver flicker-fire of falling moonlight as it caught on the still, glassy surface of clear waters at night — perhaps it automatically associated those same things with her friend.

Yeah, that made sense!

Anyway, she had seen the two of them disappear behind a corner for some reason, so hopefully they hadn’t left the theater yet. If her memory served her correctly, they should have ended up somewhere around he—

Nilou froze.

Rounding the corner, she found herself face to face with both Dehya and her friend. Or rather she would have… because their faces were…

Heat rose to her cheeks, and her breath caught.

Dehya had an arm around her friend’s waist, while her friend was caressing her cheek more gently than one would the petal of a flower. Their eyes were closed, but only just so, as if they were in the middle of a pleasant dream. And from this close Nilou could even make out the slow and rhythmic rise and fall of their breaths as they…

For some reason, she felt as if she would faint.

The akasha terminal never told me about this! S-Sure, she heard about certain taboo subjects that weren’t part of the system established by the Akademiya, that one could acquire knowledge about by seeing the right kind of people in the right places. But she had never imagined that something of that sort could be so…

Sweet… and loving… and…

…confusing?

She felt a strange sensation watching them, and for a second she couldn’t help but wonder what it must feel—

Dehya’s friend was looking at her.

An eye like burnished gold was peeking at her, piercing straight into the heart that was hammering in Nilou’s chest. Amusement glimmered in its depths, and then she broke the kiss.

“Look, your pretty little friend is here,” she said, in a honeyed voice.

“Huh?” Dehya turned her head. The yellow fringes of her hair blew in the wind as she set her cool, icy eyes onto Nilou. Her lips were parted to speak, but she never got the chance.

“Sorry!” Nilou said quickly, feeling a wave of embarrassment wash over her. She wanted to add something like I didn’t mean to interrupt but as soon as that initial word left her mouth she found herself rounding the corner and hurrying back to her changing room.

All the while, a storm of emotions mixed within her head.
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